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There was the largest collection of raptorial birds in existence,
409 out of 470 species: I wonder if he'll shriek with horror when
he hears that I did not look at them but went off and examined
the Norman w.c.'s.'
Often the boy who avoids games does so because he wants
to watch birds, collect plants, or study pond life. Lawrence had
no taste for biology or science. 'Trees and cliffs interested him
only as things to be climbed and not for the nests or fossils, or
strata that might be found in them' (C. F. C. Beeson in T. E.
Lawrence by his Friends). Instead of such interests he had a
passionate absorption in the past: in heraldry, arms and armour,
monumental brasses, castles, ruins, church architecture, old
coins, and every fragment of brick or pottery which might throw
light on the social history and ways of living of mankind. This
was not a boyish hobby but a lifelong interest. In 1903 he was
revealing the treasures of Oxford architecture to a school friend;
thirty-one years later he switched from talking about flying to
showing me relics of the ancient defences of Southampton.
While he was still a schoolboy he became known to a number
of archaeologists including Leonard Woolley and D. G. Hogarth.
Many other officials at the Ashmolean Museum became his
close personal friends. His interest in medieval castles and
military architecture led him to go for bicycling tours of French
castles in the summer holidays of 1906, 1907 and 1908. On
these tours he wrote long letters home packed with the detailed
architectural notes he had taken, which he would wish to refer
to later when writing a thesis he had planned.
This survey of English and French castles was the first step
to a comparison of the castles built by the Crusaders in Syria and
Palestine with those of Western Europe, which suggested that
the Crusaders' castles had been copied from those of the West.
This thesis, which was part of the material Lawrence submitted
for his degree in 1910, has been printed in a limited edition.1 The
letters containing the records of his tours and the notes made on
the spot in Wales, France and Syria are printed in a second
volume. I have only used a few of these letters with such passages
as reveal his character and mode of travel, here.
1 Crusader Castles, Golden Cockerel Pttss.